



























































60%	 of	women	 are	 serving	 sentences	 of	 less	 than	 4	 years	with	 18%	 serving	 less	 than	 12	months	
(MoJ,	 2018a).	 The	 majority	 (74%)	 of	 imprisoned	 women	 have	 previous	 convictions	 and	 48%	 are	
reconvicted	 within	 a	 year	 of	 release	 (Hewson	 &	 Roberts,	 2017).	 Such	 is	 the	 significance	 of	 this	
problem	 that	 two	 key	 aims	 of	 the	MoJ	 Female	 Offender	 Strategy	 is	 to	 reduce	 the	 female	 prison	
population	 and	 to	 foster	 a	 move	 away	 from	 issuing	 short	 custodial	 sentences	 (MoJ,	 2018b).	
However,	 a	 substantial	 reduction	 in	 investment	 in	 women-specific	 services	 has	 been	 noted,	 with	
fewer	than	25%	of	probation	officers	having	received	training	 in	 female-specific	case	management	
and	 a	 dearth	 of	 women-only	 reporting	 centres	 (Her	 Majesty’s	 Inspectorate	 of	 Probation	 (HMIP),	
2016).			
Amongst	female	prisoners	it	has	been	estimated	that	between	77%	and	98%	have	a	history	of	
traumatic	 experiences	 including	 childhood	 abuse,	 sexual	 assault	 and	 intimate	 partner	 violence	
(Lynch	et	al.,	2012).	Women	in	prison	report	higher	levels	of	drug	and	alcohol	misuse	and	are	much	
more	likely	to	self-harm	than	men	(MoJ,	2018).	The	prevalence	of	mental	health	problems	amongst	
women	 were	 also	 highlighted	 by	 The	 Corston	 Report,	 which	 raised	 concerns	 about	 a	 lack	 of	
consistent	 mental	 health	 and	 psychological	 support	 across	 the	 Criminal	 Justice	 System	 (Corston,	
2007).	 Left	 unacknowledged,	 traumatic	 experiences	 can	 lead	 to	 persistent	 and	 complex	 mental	
health	 conditions	 (van	 Nierop	 et	 al.,	 2015;	 Ashton	 et	 al.,	 2016),	 poor	 attachment	 formation	 and	










change	 in	 attitudes	 and	 behaviour	 (Council	 of	 Europe,	 2017).	 Guidance	 on	 effective	 custodial	
management	 specifies	 the	 importance	 of	 prison	 officers	 engaging	 with	 prisoners	 in	 order	 to	
motivate	 and	 empower	 them	 to	 challenge	 criminal	 attitudes	 and	 offer	 hope	 (National	 Offender	
Management	Service	(NOMS),	2015b).	Further,	supportive	relationship	styles	have	been	reported	to	
impact	 positively	 on	 women’s	 ability	 to	 reduce	 anxiety,	 with	 more	 punitive	 styles	 found	 to	





England	 and	Wales	 designed	 to	 address	 some	 of	 the	 problems	 faced	 by	 women	 presenting	 with	
probable	 personality	 disorder	 characteristics	 (NOMS,	 2015a).	While	 Diversion	 schemes	 (Women’s	
Pathfinder,	 2020)	 and	 early	 intervention	 approaches	 are	 essential	 processes	 to	 help	 reduce	 the	
number	 of	 new	women	 entering	 the	 Criminal	 Justice	 System,	 those	 screening	 in	 to	 the	Women’s	
OPD	Pathway	can	present	with	more	complex	needs	requiring	a	greater	level	of	intervention.	Part	of	
the	core	work	of	this	pathway	is	to	offer	support	and	guidance	(through	consultations)	to	offender	
managers	 (OMs;	 probation	 staff)	 struggling	 with	 particularly	 complex	 and	 challenging	 individuals.	
Within	the	Wales	W-OPDP	in	Wales,	a	transitional	support	service	has	been	developed	to	promote	
consistent	care	 in	order	 to	 improve	 the	 transition	 from	custody	 to	 resettlement	 in	 the	community	
(O’Meara	et	al.,	2019).		
While	 there	 have	 been	 numerous	 studies	 addressing	 pathways	 into	 crime	 amongst	women	
(e.g.,	Simpson	et	al.,	2008),	and	factors	linked	to	desistance	(e.g.,	Rodermond	et	al.,	2016;	Stone	et	
al.,	 2018),	 this	 study	 sought	 to	establish	 important	 features	of	OM-offender	 interactions	 from	 the	
perspective	 of	 the	 women	 subject	 to	 probation	 or	 in	 custody.	 While	 interventions	 available	 for	
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female	offenders	have	historically	been	adapted	from	male	 interventions,	this	study	sought	 insight	
into	 the	 female	 experience.	 Specifically,	 the	 aim	 was	 to	 understand	 women’s	 relationships	 with	
Offender	Managers	 (OM)	and	barriers	to	engagement	with	the	probation	service	 in	order	 to	assist	





This	 research	was	 registered	with	 the	HMPPS	National	Research	Committee	 (2014-160/288)	
and	granted	ethical	approval	by	the	Wales	Research	Ethics	Committee	3	(WA.14.0151)	as	part	of	a	
larger	study	on	women’s	needs.	Informed	consent	was	obtained	from	all	participants	and	the	right	




A	 two-study	 sequential	 design	was	used	 to	 collect	 data	 from	a	 community	 setting	 (study	1)	
and	 within	 a	 prison	 unit	 (study	 2).	 Semi-structured	 interviews	 (available	 from	 the	 authors)	 were	
audio-recorded,	 transcribed	 verbatim	 and	 analysed	 manually	 (Study	 1)	 or	 using	 NVivo	 software	
(Study	 2).	 Study	 1	 sought	 to	 gain	 insights	 into	 individual	 experiences	 and	 adopted	 Interpretive	
Phenomenological	 Analysis	 (IPA)	 as	 an	 exploratory	 approach	 (Smith	 et	 al.,	 2009).	 Utilising	 an	 IPA	
approach	allowed	for	experiential	components	of	participants’	responses	to	be	explored	while	also	
allowing	 the	 Study	1	 researcher	 (a	 senior	probation	officer)	 to	 acknowledge	 the	 impact	 their	own	
experience	 may	 have	 on	 their	 interpretation	 of	 the	 data.	 Study	 2	 utilised	 a	 thematic	 analysis	





Study	 1	 –	 Participants	 were	 recruited	 from	 two	 urban	 probation	 sites	 with	 similar	
demographics	 (300-350,000	 populations;	 coastal	 locations;	 comparable	 cost	 of	 living).	 OMs	
identified	 potential	 participants	 meeting	 the	 inclusion	 criteria	 from	 their	 caseload	 and	 six	 of	 the	
seven	 identified	 agreed	 to	 take	part.	 Interviews	 took	place	within	probation	premises	 and	 ranged	
from	17	to	106	minutes	in	duration.			
Study	2	–	Participants	meeting	the	inclusion	criteria	were	recruited	from	a	UK	prison	and	were	













compulsory	 probation	 supervision)	 ranging	 from	 12	 months	 to	 life	 sentences.	 All	 described	 their	












Prior	 to	 analysis,	 all	 identifying	 factors,	 such	 as	 names	 and	 locations,	 were	 removed	 to	
maintain	confidentiality.		
Study	1	–	An	IPA	approach	was	adopted	following	the	steps	outlined	by	Smith	et	al.,	 (2009).	
Each	 transcript	 was	 read	 several	 times	 and	 audio	 recordings	 were	 listened	 to	 while	 reading	
transcripts.	Each	transcript	was	analysed	in	turn	to	identify	ideas	and	themes.	Review	and	revision	of	
emerging	 ideas	 and	 cross-referencing	 of	 transcripts	 led	 to	 final	 themes	 being	 generated,	 labelled,	
clustered	and	exemplar	quotes	identified.			
Study	2	–	A	 combined	deductive-inductive	 thematic	 analysis	was	utilised.	 Themes	 identified	
from	study	1	were	used	as	a	framework	to	guide	analysis	of	study	2	data,	while	also	allowing	new	















To	make	 sense	 of	 these	 sub-themes	 in	 the	 context	 of	 probation	 service	 provision	 and	OPD	
involvement,	 these	 sub-themes	 were	 grouped	 into	 three	 superordinate	 themes	 representing	
systemic	issues	(three	themes);	women’s	responses	(two	themes)	and	a	proposed	relational	solution	











of	 little	 importance	 to	 their	 OMs.	 Women	 reported	 not	 knowing	 their	 OM,	 not	 having	 effective	
contact	with	OMs	and	being	unclear	about	the	 level	of	 interaction	women	should	have	with	OMs.		
Systemic	 issues	emerging	from	excessive	caseloads	and	changing	workplace	priorities,	exacerbated	
anxieties	 felt	 by	 those	 struggling	 with	 mental	 health	 difficulties	 and,	 for	 those	 in	 custody,	





Being	 forgotten	 about	 presented	 literally	 and	 indirectly.	 For	 those	 new	 to	 probation,	 not	
knowing	 how	 probation	 processes	 worked	 and	 not	 receiving	 an	 adequate	 induction	 to	 these	
processes	left	women	feeling	anxious	and	afraid:	“I	was	just	scared	and	didn’t	have	a	clue.”	S1.5;	“Oh	










loneliness...	 They	 should	 put	 things	 in	 place	 before	 you	 get	 out	 of	 that	 gate.	 Like	 they	
promises	you	the	world	and	does	nothing.”	S1.2			
For	many	of	those	in	prison	being	forgotten	about	showed	itself	through	procedures	such	as	
the	 paperwork	 for	 ROTL	 applications	 (Release	 On	 Temporary	 Licence	 i.e.,	 community	 leave	 from	






























continued	 to	 attend	 probation	 (as	might	 be	 a	 statutory	 requirement)	 the	 sense	 was	 that	
probation	would	defer	responsibility	to	the	other	organisation(s).		












their	 OMs.	 Without	 an	 established	 rapport,	 some	 women	 were	 suspicious	 of	 new	 officers	 and	
refused	to	work	with	them	collaboratively.	
“Yes	you	pull	the	strings…	but	speak	to	me	with	respect	and	you	get	 it	back.	But	[when]	




“With	 probation	 changing	 every	 couple	 of	 weeks	 I	 just	 didn’t	 bother	 getting	 to	 know	
them…	It’s	horrible…	I’d	just	turn	up	and	they’d	say	‘oh,	you’re	seeing	this	person	today.’”	S2.1	
	 11	
In	 contrast,	 women	who	 had	 regular	 supportive	 contact	 with	 their	 OM	 felt	 able	 to	 engage	
more	fully.		This	was	seen	to	allow	a	more	helpful	approach	to	probation	to	be	experienced.	
“The	use	of	support	is	much	better	than	just	always	questioning	someone.	People	clam	up	













































one	area	created	a	sense	of	 security:	“It	 feels	a	 lot	 safer	here	and	 it	helps	you	settle	down	more.”	
S1.4.	 An	 important	 distinction	 was	 made	 between	 being	 known	 about	 and	 being	 known,	 with	
personal	contact	essential	for	relationships	to	develop.	
		
























For	 the	women	 in	 this	study,	being	honest	with	 their	OM	and	being	able	 to	 talk	about	 their	
needs	 was	 predicated	 on	 developing	 trusting	 and	 open	 relationships	 with	 their	 OM.	 The	 central	
importance	 of	 a	 functional	 and	 supportive	 relationship	 with	 one’s	 OM	 reported	 here,	 is	 a	 long-
established	principle	and	mirrors	previous	findings	(e.g.,	Shapland	et	al.,	2012).	Good	OM-offender	
interactions	 are	 likely	 to	 enhance	 relational	 security,	which	 itself	 is	 fundamental	 to	 the	 successful	
delivery	 of	 women’s	 secure	 services	 (Walker	 et	 al.,	 2017),	 and	 of	 offender	 management	 more	
generally	(Maguire	and	Raynor,	2016).	However,	from	the	themes	identified,	it	possible	to	generate	








It	 is	widely	 accepted	 that	 individuals	with	 traumatic	 histories	have	heightened	 sensitivity	 to	
rejection	 (Downey	et	 al.,	 1997;	 Leary	et	 al.,	 2006),	 thus	 the	 themes	 of	 “Consistency	 of	 care”	 and	
attending	 to	 “Forming	 a	 bond”	 were	 identified	 as	 central	 to	 engagement.	 A	 lack	 of	 ‘relational	
consistency’	 was	 reported	 to	 be	 a	 major	 cause	 of	 anxiety	 for	 women,	 yet	 they	 reported	 many	
physical	and	relational	 transitions	 throughout	 their	 sentence.	Continuity	 in	 their	 relationships	with	
staff	was	reported	to	provide	a	sense	of	security	and	support.	While	OMs	themselves	can	be	central	
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to	 continuity	 through	 transitions	 from	 custody	 to	 the	 community,	 other	ways	 to	 supplement	 and	
bridge	the	potential	gaps	have	been	piloted	within	the	OPDP.	For	example,	the	Transitional	Support	
Mental	Health	Liaison	service	 for	women	 in	 the	OPDP	(Morgan,	2017;	O’Meara	et	al.,	2019)	spans	
this	 period	 and	 provides	 a	 non-criminal	 justice	 adjunct	 to	 the	OM	 involvement.	 This	 can	 act	 as	 a	




in	 order	 to	 encourage	 open	 communication	 and	 awareness	 of	 	 lasting	 effect	 interpersonal	
interactions	can	have	.			




extremely	 stressed	 and	 completely	 burnt	 out”	 (HMIP,	 2019,	 p21-22).	 This	 inspection	 report	 also	
noted	that	 in	spite	of	strong	work	ethics,	workload	volume	meant	OMs	struggled	to	maintain	high	
standards.	Participants	highlighted	 the	 importance	of	 saying	“goodbye”	and	being	directly	notified	
by	staff	about	changes	 in	their	management.	Small	acts	such	as	OMs	 informing	women	 in	custody	
about	 developments	 in	 their	 sentence	 or	management	 can	 help	 ensure	 they	 don’t	 feel	 forgotten	
about.	 While	 it	 is	 acknowledged	 that	 caseload	 changes	 can	 happen	 unexpectedly,	 personal	
communication	can	 limit	 the	negative	 impact	of	change	and	avoid	 the	sense	of	being	 ignored	and	
left	‘in	the	dark’,	thus	minimising	further	feelings	of	abandonment	or	rejection.	
The	underlying	motivations	and	 functions	of	behaviour	 rather	 than	 the	 specific	expression	 /	
surface-level	description	need	 to	be	understood	 if	 staff	are	 to	 respond	appropriately.	As	noted	by	




overt	communication.	Similarly,	 individuals	may	 ‘wear	a	mask’	 in	order	 to	maintain	a	distance	and	
minimise	likely	future	experiences	of	loss.	 In	order	to	allow	this	mask	to	be	removed,	staff	need	to	
draw	 on	 core	 relational	 skills	 such	 as	 genuineness,	 openness,	 consistency,	 warmth	 and	
interest/curiosity	 (Rogers,	 1979)	 and	 this	 again	 may	 be	 facilitated	 by	 appropriate	 psychological	
training	 and	 guidance	 provided,	 for	 example,	 by	 OPD	 pathway	 colleagues.	 OMs	 providing	
appropriate	 connections	 to	 other	 services	 to	 facilitate	 development	 or	 to	 meet	 needs	 can	 be	
important	however,	this	should	not	be	accompanied	by	stepping	away.	For	those	in	this	study,	OMs	
maintaining	 contact	 throughout	 an	 individuals’	 journey	 is	 necessary	 and	 could	 prevent	 women	
feeling	dismissed	and	later	disengaging.	
While	 strong	 family	 connections	 and	 named	 positive	 role-models	 are	 readily	 identified	 as	
protective	 factors,	 it	 is	 important,	 at	 an	 organisation	 level,	 to	 recognise	 that	 OMs	 and	 probation	
services	 may	 be	 a	 more	 consistent	 presence	 in	 an	 offender’s	 life	 than	 family	 or	 friends.	 Thus,	 a	
system	 that	 assures	 consistency	 of	 caseload	 and	 thus	 provides	 the	 security	 required	 to	 build	 the	












practice	 (e.g.,	 to	 consistency	 and	 relational	 factors)	 rather	 than	 by	 additional	 funds	 per	 se.	 It	 is	
critical	 that	 service	 leaders	 and	 policy	makers	 heed	 the	 well-evidenced	 guidance	 provided	 in	 the	




a	 move	 away	 from	 criminal	 logic	 and	 towards	 desistance.	 The	 recently	 installed	 OMiC	 (Offender	


































































































Women’s	 Pathfinder	 (2020).	 Women’s	 Pathfinder:	 preventing	 offending	 by	 empowering	






















1	 56	 Life	sentence	 9991	 Arson	with	Intent	 34	 4	
2	 37	 Community	
Rehabilitation	
12	 Common	Assault	(DV2)	 37	 1	
3	 51	 Determinate	Sentence		 51	 Grievous	Bodily	Harm	 19	 22	






6	 34	 Suspended	Sentence			 18	 Common	Assault	(DV)	 20	 9	
Study	2	Custody	sample	
1	 35	 Adult	Custody	 28	 Cruelty	to	or	neglect	of	
children	
34	 1	














96	 Shooting,	wounding	etc.,	 15	 11	
7	 37	 Adult	Custody	 60	 Sexual	activity	with	child	 36	 1	
Note:	1	-	999	months	is	the	standard	length	given	to	identify	life	sentences;	2	-	DV	=	Domestic	violence	
Table	1:		Participant	characteristics	
							
	
	
Study	1	themes	 Integrated	Study	1	and	study	2	themes	
From	the	outside	looking	in	 				Forgotten	about	
Conditional	care	and	transition	support	 				Conditional	care	
Wearing	a	mask	 				Wearing	a	mask	
Feeling	safe,	gaining	support	
				Forming	a	bond	
				Non-engagement	
	 				*Consistency	of	care	
	 				*“Palmed	off”	
	 Table	2:	Sub-themes	derived	from	Studies	1	and	2	
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Figure	1:	Process	map	of	relational	themes	emerging	from	interviews	
	
